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	The Ocean Between Us

**Author's Notes:** So... This is a story that I have been working on for a while now, and while it remains unfinished to date, I finally feel ready to share it. It started out as a (lighthearted) attempt at a romantic comedy, but now it's become—well, what it is now, a bit of a darker and more personal account of Hikari's (as well as Ken's, inevitably) struggle with the Dark Ocean. It's a theme that has always drawn me in, and I hope you'll enjoy reading my take on it. To clarify, the prologue is a brief time skip to the middle of the story, before it returns to the beginning of the story in Chapter 1. I tried to follow canon as much as I could, including the epilogue and canon relationships, but there will be slight inconsistencies here and there. I also did not originally take the events of Tri. into account while writing this.

I want to give a special thank you to Tanya Takaishi, who has patiently looked over the many versions of this story through the years. I don't think I would have ever even attempted to finish this story if it wasn't for your continued support.

* * *

><p><strong>The Ocean Between Us<br>**By Andromeda Rising

* * *

><p><em>Prologue<em>

* * *

><p><em>She had expected the sun to be shining when she arrived, but the city was cloaked it in a fine pale mist from the monotonous, unending drizzle of rain that pitter-pattered quietly against her umbrella. She had picked it up on her way, abandoned on the sidewalk. She walked along, quiet as a ghost, through empty streets.<em>

_It had been three days since her disappearance, and three nights since the rain had started._

_A small shrine had been erected there on the night of her disappearance, during the nightlong vigil where hundreds of candles were burned down to the stub. Schoolgirls left offerings of food as if they could tempt her back to this world: breads, cakes, pastries, all bloated with moisture and spilling out of their containers. A waterlogged box next to these contained some coins, and paper prayers were strung along the gate. They fluttered in the rain like butterflies pinned to a wall, wriggling, still alive._

_All the color seemed drained from the world except for that of the flowers left behind for her: yellow camellias and white chrysanthemums and blue hydrangeas. They seemed to bow to her as she passed by, heads heavy with water, wilting on their stems._

_Even her photograph, in a frame propped against the gate, seemed oddly discolored. It was starting to curl in one corner. Her frozen fingers loosened around the umbrella as she stared at the picture, at her own face. She felt like a spectator, so far removed from the photograph that she hardly recognized herself at first—as if she'd been staring at the picture of a complete stranger._

_In the picture, Hikari Yagami was posed against a plain dark background, smiling a Mona Lisa smile. It was like was something there that she refused to yield to the photographer, some secret knowledge that she would take with her when she left. Its meaning would fade when her face became so ubiquitous as to be almost anonymous. Hikari, now, was not even sure what she was thinking or feeling when she had posed for that photo._

_She looked away. In the distance, all of the buildings had a vague and indefinable outline, like looming giants. But even the things in front of her seemed vaguely defined, her skin so pale as to be translucent._

_Even when she was gone, the world kept spinning; it didn't tilt and fall off its axis; as the sun sank beneath the waves of a distant shore, the world continued its revolution. The sun would rise up again in a triumphant and glorious return. Darkness was only ever temporary, here._

_Beneath the rain, Hikari heard sound of waves crashing onto a shore, though physically the school was far away from any body of water._

_He called her back, and she turned to answer._

* * *

><p><span>Chapter One<span>

* * *

><p>"A little to the left—I said a <em>little.<em> No, no, a bit more to the right again, they're too close now…"

"Miyako?" Hikari called, hesitating with her hand on the doorknob before she closed it. "Momoe?" she called louder. "The door's open."

"No, to the left—again—ugh!"

Miyako's voice carried through the hallway. Hikari left her bag by the door and walked to an open doorway, where Miyako's oldest sister, Momoe, stood with her toddler propped on one hip.

"Hi, Hikari," she said, taking her little girl's arm and waving it at Hikari. "Say hi, Mariko."

"Hi, Mari, hi," Hikari said, smiling fondly and waving at the toddler. She looked at Momoe. "What's going on?"

Momoe turned back towards her younger sisters, sighing and shaking her head. "They're bickering," she said. "Like children arguing over who gets to press the button on the elevator."

Hikari laughed silently, turning to watch them. They stood at the far end of the room, next to a floor-to-ceiling window, where Chizuru was hanging paper lanterns. Neither of them had noticed Hikari's entrance and they carried on with their argument, Chizuru standing on the last rung of a ladder while Miyako stood at the base, holding the ladder with one hand and waving the other frantically to direct Chizuru, red wine nearly spilling over the side of the wine glass she held.

"Is this okay?" Chizuru said, exasperated, looking down.

"No, you know what, I'll just do it _myself…_" Miyako set her glass of red wine down on the table next to the ladder and began to mount it just as Chizuru began to descend.

"Miyako, at least _let me get down first," _Chizuru said, and Miyako tried to move to the side, as if to give her room, but there was hardly enough space for one person. As Chizuru stepped down another rung her foot landed on Miyako's hand.

"Oh, no—" Momoe said under her breath, but was too late.

Miyako screamed and her hand went flying away from the ladder. "_Ow_!" Her elbow connected with the glass of wine that she had set down moments earlier and it fell as if in slow-motion downwards. The sound of shattering glass was muffled as it fell directly onto a white carpet.

Miyako didn't even seem to notice, holding her hand to her chest. "_Chizuru_! That was my _hand!_"

"You won't let me get down."

"Are you _trying _to sabotage me?"

Mariko started to sniffle, which turned into crying that joined the cacophony of screams like a background accompaniment. Momoe bounced her up and down, trying to shush her, and Hikari held her arms out wordlessly. Momoe gave her a tired smile and handed her daughter to Hikari before she walked towards her sisters, hands on her hips. Mariko stopped crying within a few seconds, reaching out to grab a fistful of Hikari's hair.

"Oh, boy," Hikari said quietly to herself, or to Mariko, though the toddler couldn't understand her. She was all smiles, pulling on Hikari's hair trying to chew on the ends of it. "No, Mari," Hikari said gently, pulling her hand away just as Momoe started to bellow at her sisters.

"That is _enough, _you two!"

Both of her younger sisters, still on the ladder, whipped around to face their eldest sister's wrath.

"What is the matter with you? You," Momoe said, pointing to Miyako, "get off the ladder, _now. _You're about to get married, Miyako, so you better wise up and start acting your age. Bridezilla is never a good look. And Chizuru," Momoe said, turning to glare at her other sister's self-satisfied expression, "you're no better. I want you both to go home, _now, _and just cool off for the evening."

They both began, "But Momoe—"

"No, you've made Mari cry, and I've had just about enough. My husband will be home any minute from work now, and I still need to clean up your mess before dinner. You should both be ashamed of yourselves. That's no way to act in front of a guest." Hikari quickly pulled her lips into a smile when both Miyako and Chizuru looked in her direction. Momoe continued, uncaring. "Anything else that needs to get done can get done tomorrow. Okay? _Okay_?" she repeated, when neither Miyako nor Chizuru acquiesced.

"Okay," they said in unison, then looked at each other, in surprise that they could agree about anything.

"Here, I'll get some salt," Chizuru said, and then muttered under her breath, "_Before_ the stain sets in."

"What did you say?" Miyako said.

Momoe glared at them both, and Chizuru shrugged helplessly before walking off in the direction of the kitchen. Miyako stalked off in the opposite direction, walking past Hikari without saying anything to her. After handing back the toddler to her mother, Hikari followed Miyako out into the hallway.

Miyako picked up the things she'd discarded carelessly by the door, putting on her coat and angrily muttering under her breath, so frustrated that she started to fumble getting the zip of her coat up. Hikari muffled a giggle behind her hand and Miyako turned to glare, but it softened when her eyes landed on Hikari.

"Oh, Hikari, I'm sorry about that." She bit her lip, eyes skittering to the doorway. "They just get me so worked up sometimes…"

"Hikari, would you be a dear remind my sister that I am doing her a _favor _by hosting this wedding shower?" Momoe said over her shoulder as she passed by, hoisting Mariko into her arms and patting her back. "I'll see you both tomorrow, and in better spirits, I hope."

Miyako stuck her tongue out, but Momoe ignored her, walking away. Mariko waved good-bye with her chubby little hands over her mother's shoulder. Miyako waved back, her eyes crinkling when she smiled, but it seemed to do nothing to brighten her mood

"So, what's the emergency?" Hikari said, flashing her phone at Miyako. Miyako had texted her over the afternoon, increasingly frantic, begging her to come as soon as possible.

"Oh, there is none," Miyako said, laughing lightly, but it sounded forced. "Except for my sisters being _total nightmares_."

Hikari decided to veer away from what part Miyako had to play in all of what had just happened. "You know, you shouldn't cry wolf like that. You do it enough times, and people stop believing you…"

"Save the lecture for your kids," Miyako said, making a face to communicate her displeasure, as if her words weren't enough.

"You know, there's a lot of value in children's stories that adults tend to underestimate," Hikari said, and when Miyako looked up from her phone with a raised eyebrow, Hikari laughed. "Oh, I'm _teasing_ you, Miyako. I know you're stressed out right now—"

"_Thank _you," Miyako said, shoving her phone into the depths of her bag. "I'm not joking when I say that wedding planning should be a full-time gig."

Hikari resisted the urge to point out that it was, in fact, a job title that already existed. She pushed against the wall, ready to leave. "What can I do?"

"Actually, would mind driving me home? Ken was supposed to pick me up, but he texted me to tell me he's working late. Again."

"No problem. I'm just going to go say bye to your sisters first, okay?"

"Why?" Miyako said in a sullen voice.

"Because it would be rude of me not to."

When Hikari went to the kitchen, she found that the atmosphere between the sisters had calmed down considerably. Momoe sat on a bar stool next to her daughter, who was drinking apple juice from a sippy cup. Chizuru was on the other side of the bar, pouring herself a glass of white wine.

"I'm going to take Miyako home—I just wanted to say bye," Hikari said. "Sorry I'm so late, I wanted to help set everything up, but—"

"What are you apologizing for?" Momoe said, turning around in her seat. "If anything, we should be the ones apologizing."

"And thanking you for taking Miyako off our hands," Chizuru added.

Hikari looked between the two of them. "Is… there anything I can do to help?"

"No, Hikari. Go." Momoe waved her off. "You've already done enough. We can handle the rest."

"We all know Miyako's the hard part anyway," Chizuru said quietly over the rim of her glass.

"Don't start again, Chizuru, please," Momoe said, giving her a meaningful look over the top of her daughter's head as she bounced her on her leg.

"Well, anyway, you guys have done a beautiful job with the space. It's really coming together."

"It is, isn't it?" Momoe said.

"Now if only we could get to the big day so it'd be all over…" Chizuru raised her glass in a mock toast, then drained the rest of her glass in a sip.

"Well, good luck," Hikari said with a pleasant smile, waving them good-bye.

"Same to you," Chizuru called. "You're the one that's really going to need it."

* * *

><p>"Well, I don't see why she had to be <em>such<em> a bitch about it," Miyako said with a dramatic sigh as she viciously stabbed at the button that would summon the elevator. "What, she can't let her husband see the mess she made when he gets home? What, she has to be the perfect wife?"

"Miyako, I think you're taking out your anger on the wrong person."

"You're right—it's really Chizuru." Miyako continued to jab at the button when the elevator did not come instantaneously. "She's just jealous that she's not married by now and she's older than me so she _should _be—"

Hikari put a hand on Miyako's and lowered it. "That's not what I meant."

In that moment, Hikari was glad to not have sisters, although at other moments seeing the three sisters' relationship made her envious. It really depended on the day and other random variables, like the particular alignment of the stars in the heavens. But that's how siblings were, Hikari thought: one moment you were fighting, and the next you were sitting on the couch together laughing at something stupid on the television.

"I think Momoe's right. You just need some rest and relaxation." Hikari shook Miyako's arm enthusiastically. "Okay? Everything will be fine. It's just that there's a lot of pressure on everyone, your sisters included."

Miyako nodded and sighed, looking out of the window next to the elevator. A heavy rain fell over Tokyo, dimming the bright lights of the city and making it look as if it had been plunged underwater after night had fallen.

"We should've just thrown it at your place." The elevator finally arrived at their floor with a _ping _before the doors slid soundlessly open. Miyako continued to take out her rage on the poor buttons, stabbing at the B1 button and crossing her arms while she leaned against the wall.

Hikari laughed. "It's really too small. Momoe's place is perfect."

"That's the problem, isn't it?" Miyako said, watching the floors change as the elevator took them from the penthouse to the basement. "There's all this _pressure_ for it to be—well—perfect. And it's not going to be. It's going to be a disaster."

"No, it's not," Hikari said. "It'll be fine. Maybe not perfect, but just fine." She wrinkled her nose. "Anyway, it's nothing that a bubble bath can't fix. Mayve a glass of wine or two—"

"Try a whole bottle."

"And a foot massage?" Hikari said teasingly.

"I doubt anyone's home right now, but that would be lovely," Miyako said, closing her eyes and leaning against the wall.

"There's the spirit," Hikari said, rubbing her arm. "Come on."

When they exited the elevator, Hikari found her car instantly among all of the nicer, newer ones—it was a faded, reddish-orange color with rust around the rims and door handles that made it easily identifiable. Taichi had once called it a janky piece of junk not fit for the road or for his little sister, once, when he'd thought she was out of earshot, but it was all she could afford.

Miyako struggled with getting the passenger door open. That was another problem with the car.

Hikari watched her flail, using both arms to try to shake it open. She held back laughter. "You really need to find an outlet for that pent-up anger."

"No, what you need is to get a new car." Miyako sighed, releasing the handle. "I'm sorry… I just… I feel like nothing is coming together the way I want it to. No one is helping me! I mean, except you. Only half the people responded to the invite, and I sent it out a month ago! It's past the deadline now!"

Hikari raised her eyebrows. She came around to the side of the jar and, after jiggling the doorknob a bit, it swung open. "Who hasn't responded?"

"Well, let's see, there's Koushiro, and then your brother—"

"Oh, Taichi'll be there, believe me. Free food and free booze?" Hikari said as she went around the side of the car and, climbing into the driver's seat. "And I don't think Koushiro would miss it, either. I'm pretty sure he said he was coming, even if he didn't formally confirm."

"—And I _still_ haven't even heard back from Daisuke _or _Mimi."

"When is the last time either of them have replied to an RSVP? Think about it." Hikari smiled. "Mimi just shows up on your doorstep and expects to be accomodated. Anyway…" She went around the car to climb into the driver's seat. "If one shows up, the other probably won't be far behind." She paused, remembering something else that might cheer Miyako up. "And Mimi will probably want to bring Michael, too."

"Oh, _Michael_. Michael, Michael, Michael…" Miyako had stars in her eyes and she clasped her hands together, as if he had materialized in front of her. "I forgot about him. Those _eyes… _They could hypnotize you."

Hikari raised an eyebrow. "Into forgetting about your fiancé?"

"Oh, please. I'm always going to be lusting after people I shouldn't."

Hikari laughed along with Miyako as the latter started to fiddle with the radio as they drove out of the underground parking lot. The radio crackled with static as they drove through a rain that battered the windshield. The wipers worked so frantically Hikari thought they might fly off at any moment.

"Hey, I'm sorry for showing up so late, by the way," Hikari said. "I got held up at school. We're the graduation ceremony tomorrow."

"School… School?" Miyako said. "Oh—right. I'm the worst friend. I totally forgot that you were at work. Huh. Everyone seems to be working these days but me."

"Not true," Hikari said. "The 'bum,' as you called him, is still looking for a job."

"Oh, please don't tell Takeru I said that," Miyako said. "I was just joking."

"I know. It'll be our little secret." Hikari winked at her. "I mean, technically, it's not true. He's doing some freelance stuff."

"_Technically_, that counts as unemployed. I would know, since that's the only work I'm getting these days..."

"Hey, now, what did I say about it all working out?"

Miyako crossed her arms and slumped into her seat. "Yeah, yeah."

Hikari glanced at the rearview mirror then at Miyako. She wanted to poke fun at her friend for her sullen disposition—usually, teasing Miyako made her realize how she was spinning a totally normal situation into an unnecessarily melodramatic one—but Miyako turned to stare at the window, at the rivulets of water cascading down the window.

"Why don't you tell me what's _really _wrong?" Hikari tried to keep her eyes on the road, but she had to glance at Miyako again when there was no reply. "I know something's up, and it's not just you fighting with your sisters." She knew that was par for the course.

"No. Well—yes. Yes and no."

Hikari raised her eyebrows. "Which is it?"

"It's just… Lately…" Miyako leaned her head against the glass, turning to look at Hikari. "I don't know, the closer the wedding gets, the more I feel Ken… Oh, I don't know… I feel like he's pulling away from me."

"I'm sure that's not true."

"I don't know. Maybe I'm imagining it…" Miyako let out a sigh, closed her eyes. "I just wish he would let me in. We're about to get married. If we can't communicate, how is this ever going to work?"

It was a rhetorical question, but Hikari still felt badly that she had no reassuring platitudes to offer Miyako. Really, she couldn't repeat again and again that it was going to be okay, that it was all going to work out in the end, because the words were starting to sound false even to Hikari. Of course it was meant to reassure, but the more something was repeated, the more hollow and meaningless the words started to seem.

So she said nothing, and they drove on in silence until Hikari turned into the crescent-shaped driveway in front of Miyako's apartment building.

Miyako put a hand on the door and stared out at the droplets of rain sluicing down the window. "I don't want to go in."

Hikari opened her mouth to say something, but then Miyako grinned and said, "Bye. See you tomorrow—and make sure you wear _that_ dress. You know the one I'm talking about."

"Oh, no way—"

But Miyako was already gone in a flash of violet hair nearly whipping Hikari in the face as Miyako quickly climbed out of the car. She held her purse over her head as a makeshift umbrella, disappearing into the curtain of rain moments later.

Just as Hikari pressed on the gas, there was a loud bang against the passenger side's window. Hikari's heart jumped into her throat and her foot slammed on the brakes, jerking her forward in her seat. Her heart, too, felt like it had jumped with her, taking a seat at the back of her throat.

She leaned over the passenger seat and rolled down the window, revealing Miyako's soaked figure. The image that had jumped into Hikari's mind of a dark faceless figure faded away.

"Miyako, you scared the hell out me! What, did you forget something?"

"Hikari—I'm sorry," Miyako said. She glanced over her shoulder, slinging her purse higher onto it. She seemed to have resigned herself to getting wet, her thin jacket already soaked through while limp strands of hair stuck to her forehead. She leaned through the passenger window. "I've had this on my mind all day and I didn't have the courage to ask until now. What I meant to ask you is—that is, I don't know how to say this..."

Now Miyako was _really _scaring Hikari. Miyako, as the youngest sibling of four, had learned how to command the attention of a room with her self-assured speech. Sometimes she was boisterous, but she never failed to speak confidently.

But now she stood shivering in front of Hikari, looking unsure as she bit down on her lip, glancing over her shoulder again. "Has Ken mentioned anything to you about an ocean? You know, _the_ ocean?"

All the blood felt like it was draining from Hikari's face, which she tried to mask with an unsure smile, afraid that her every emotion would be legible on her face. "No, he hasn't... Why?"

"I don't know, I just... Well. He never talks about it. I thought he might've mentioned it to you, since you guys talk about that stuff. I was thinking maybe that's why he…"

"He hasn't said anything," Hikari said again.

"Okay." Miyako gave Hikari a radiant smile, seeming to be genuinely relieved, and a little more like herself. "Thanks, Hikari. That… That helps."

And without further explanation Miyako turned again and vanished into the darkness and the rain. Hikari only saw her again when she reached the door, lit by the glow cast through the lobby doors, and then she was gone.

* * *

><p>Miyako was surprised to find the apartment dark when she returned, her hand fumbling along the wall to find the light switch. She peered through the kitchen as she passed by, the light from the hallway glinting off the shiny tiles of the island that stood in the middle of their kitchen. It wasn't a mess of dirty dishes and cutlery and wedding magazines, for once, which meant that Ken must be home by now. He never could stand uncleanliness and disorganization in the kitchen—in any space, really.<p>

Miyako turned off the hallway light to see if light filtered from underneath the door of Ken's office, and it did. She felt anger surge up in the pit of her stomach, acidic as bile. As she peeled off her jacket, sticking to her like a second skin, she was angry at him for always coming home from work late. She was even in an unreasonable enough mood to blame the terrible weather and her soaked clothes on him. But when she passed by the darkened kitchen again she felt guilty—he was always at work to support _her_, and he even was willing to clean up her messes. Nobody else was willing to put up with her the way he did.

She crossed to the other side of the hallway to his office, knocking, and when there was no answer, she gingerly opened the door, holding it with one hand so that it didn't open too wide.

"Hi," she said with a small, tentative smile. And even though she was angry with him seconds ago, it fizzled out like fire under water when he looked up at her. He looked confused to see her, and frazzled, some of the hair he'd tucked into a ponytail at the nape of his neck slipping out around his face. The only light on in the room came from the lamp on his desk, bent over a spread of paper that fanned out over open folders. A neat pile of folders was stacked next to his work, though it sat precariously close to the edge of the desk.

"Oh, hi, Miyako. You're home late."

"I had some last-minute details to attend to for tomorrow." She deliberately did not mention her fight with her sisters. "Are you excited?"

He nodded. "The party doesn't really mean much to me. I'm just excited to have the night off to spend it with you."

She smiled, remembering suddenly why she was marrying this man, then nodded at the paper work. "You're really white-knuckling it, huh?"

He seemed to relax visibly when she approached, taking his elbows off the desk and placing them on the armrests of his chair instead. A smile played on his lips as he watched her. "If I want to take the night off tomorrow, I've got to get through this pile of paper work first."

"The glamorous life of a detective," she said, stopping just short of his desk. She reached over to close the folder over the papers. "Can't it wait until Monday?"

But before she could, he moved a hand over hers, taking her wrist gently and moving it away.

"What?" she teased. "Is there something I'm not supposed to see?"

He kissed her knuckles, and then her fingertips. "You're shivering," he said, and only then did she notice how clammy her skin was, how her hand trembled in his. "Why don't you go change into something more comfortable?"

"Okay." She retracted her hand, unsure about what he meant. Was he suggesting something, or was he being very literal?

She went to their bedroom, leaving the door ajar. She half expected, and half hoped, that he would stop working and that he'd come join her in the bedroom as she was stripping off her clothes. She waited by the door, but when there was no sound or movement, she sighed and dug through her drawers to find the baggiest pajamas she could find. She wasn't going to tempt him away from work, at least for that night. As she passed his office on the way to the kitchen, she saw that he had buried himself in paperwork once more.

She lingered at the door, wanting to ask him if something was the matter, but she already knew the answer: _No, Miyako, nothing is wrong. Don't worry about me._

_It's all in your head_, she told herself. _Nothing is wrong_

"Want some coffee?" she said, instead of asking what she really wanted to.

When she returned with a coffee for him—black, no sugar or cream, whereas she took hers with a copious amount of milk sugar to take off the bitter edge—she took out her own laptop and settled into the armchair behind him, by the window that she opened to hear the sound of the rain. She hated _being_ in the rain, but the sound of it when she was warm and comfortable was like a lullaby that would put her to sleep.

She opened up her email and stared at her inbox without clicking on anything. She replayed that conversation that she had had with Hikari. She believed Hikari, but she wasn't sure if she believed Ken when he told her to her face that nothing was wrong while he refused to meet her eyes.

She looked up and watched him stare into the coffee cup that trembled in his hand as he took a sip, setting it back down on the desk. But he didn't return to his work for a few moments, staring into the dark coffee like he was seeing something else.

* * *

><p>Hikari, as she drove home, remembered a conversation that had taken place a long time ago.<p>

It was true that she and Ken had not discussed the ocean in a long time. The last time that they had talked about it seemed so far away, when they were still just children, innocent to what it could mean for both of them to be drawn to that world long after they both thought they had conquered it.

She couldn't place exactly when it had taken place; she couldn't even remember who had been there. Daisuke, Takeru, Miyako, and Iori were all probably there, but what she remembered most vividly was Ken, the conversation they had had by the beach. Yes, that was it—they had gone to the beach that day, in late summer. Hikari remembered that clearly now, remembered Daisuke making fun of Miyako's cow-print bathing suit. She bragged that at seventeen she could still fit into something she'd worn when she was twelve, but all it took for Daisuke to deflate her ego was to moo at her. It predictably ended in a fight where Miyako chased Daisuke into the surf, slapping water at him and trying to push him under the water. It wasn't clear who had lost, if anyone had lost at all, and the chase continued—and ended—when Daisuke disgracefully tripped over the sandcastle Takeru and Iori had been laboring over for hours. It was still unclear whether it was on purpose or not. By that time the sun was setting and everyone was grumpy about getting sand everywhere (in their underwear, in their hair), so they decided to look for a place to eat.

Hikari had trailed behind the others as they walked along the sidewalk on the pretense that she had sand in her shoes, but in truth, her feet had stopped her in the middle of the path, turning her back towards the beach as if they had a mind of their own.

For in a certain light, when the sun was on the edge of the horizon and blinding in its brightness, Hikari thought it was possible to see two worlds in one, as if the two were coexistent, somehow both occupying the same place at once. Hikari closed her eyes, and she was in the same place, but it was as if all of the color had bled out from the world.

Ken was the only one in their group who had stopped walking. Yes, she remembered that too; Daisuke and Miyako had continued walking, too absorbed in their latest disagreement to notice anything amiss. It didn't help that Takeru was indignant about the sandcastle and that Iori was the only peacemaker left, as Ken had trailed behind.

She knew he was there without having to turn to see him—she could feel his presence somehow. She could hear the others moving away, their voices growing more distant, though no less obnoxious.

"You can still see it, too, can't you?" he said.

"Sometimes," she said, finally turning her head to look at him. "Do you think it'll ever go away?"

He turned his head to look at the waters, as if they would yield an answer. Then he gave a slight shake of his head.

"Why not?"

"Because it isn't out there," he said. "It's inside of us."

The tide was coming in, advancing towards their feet and before stealing away. The last rays of the sun were visible, washing the sky in Technicolor bursts of orange and pink and violet; even the thin clouds looked like golden filaments stretched across the sky. Here the world was all lit up, but just beyond the horizon, where the ocean served as a distorted mirror to the sky, Hikari thought it was possible could glimpse was a hidden world if she squinted hard enough

In a certain light, the world fractured and came apart, and the darkness that showed through the cracks consumed everything.

"I'd never thought of that," she said

He closed his eyes, tilting his head as if he, too, were craning his ear to listen to the sounds that came from elsewhere—subtle, but detectable beneath the call of the gulls and the roar of road traffic behind them.

"It's just something we're going to have learn to live with." He looked serene, as if he'd long ago made peace with that fact, though Hikari couldn't be sure if he really had or not.

"Come on," Hikari said, looking over his shoulder to see that the others had gotten very far away from them. "Let's go before they notice."

She always thought the monsters lurked around corners, that they were without, not within. Was she lying to herself, when she claimed not to know what drew her to that world, again and again, like a siren call, so powerful, irresistible, that even sailors drowned who'd heard it…?

They walked back towards the others in silence. Through the years, Hikari had gotten to know Ken—the real Ken—though they weren't as close as, say, she and Takeru, or Ken and Daisuke. But it was only in those small moments, stolen away from the others, that she glimpsed the side of him that he didn't like to show to most other people. And she wondered, not for the first time, how well you could really know someone.

Were others unknowable—even when we let them in, let them shine light on the darkest parts of ourselves? It _was_ true that they hadn't talked about it recently. Since Ken had been promoted, he had been working overtime to help finance the wedding, as Miyako's family was not in the best position to help, and Miyako had quit her job earlier in the winter. He would often come home late, long after the sun had set, and he would disappear into his office to continue his work after giving Miyako a quick peck on the cheek. Sometimes he would stop on his way and come into the kitchen to reheat leftovers, where Hikari would often be standing at the kitchen island with Miyako's wedding binder open in front of her. They exchanged greetings, a few polite words, nothing substantial. They avoided talking to each other about anything except for weather and other small insignificant details of their day. Whenever Miyako was not in the room, though, they found reasons to avoid talking to each other, even looking at each other.

And sometimes, she wondered if their shared silence conveyed more meaning than words ever could.


End file.
